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The following op-ed column by Congressman Bachus was printed in the Birmingham News on
Sunday, January 31, 2010.

  

 

  

This past Friday, the Cumberland Law School convened a symposium on the Jefferson County
Sewer Debacle and, as I argued in a white paper I was asked to submit, a contributing factor to
the crisis was a Jefferson County government structure that is fundamentally flawed and
outmoded.  Many of the other contributors agreed it must be changed.

  

This isn't a judgment on individual office holders, but on a form of government that has abjectly
failed to organize a response to a breakdown in a basic public service.  The corruption and very
public political squabbles on the commission are well documented.  But the paralysis of
response was exacerbated and deepened by an archaic commission structure with single
member districts and a lack of accountability and transparency. 

  

As the taxpayer catastrophe unfolded, I worked to have federal agencies investigate financing
schemes that seemed unreasonable and unwise.  In 1997, I assisted Commissioner Bettye
Collins with a letter to the Securities and Exchange Commission urging an investigation of the
county's bond issues.  When no action was taken, I contacted the SEC several times asking
that these deals be scrutinized and proposed that any money recovered go to victimized
taxpayers.

  

Wide-ranging municipal finance reforms, which I am pursuing as Ranking Member on the
House Financial Services Committee, will help but are not enough.  As a federal officeholder, I
have supported leaving the management of this crisis to the local and state officials with direct
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authority, because the county government is ultimately a creature of the state legislature.  But
having watched this crisis unfold for years, and as a lifelong citizen of Jefferson County, it is
time to speak out.

  

The commission form of government is simply not suitable for a large, complex, and urbanized
county.  The county administration is a shambles.  It has been said that "everybody's
responsibility is nobody's responsibility."  That is certainly the situation in Jefferson County. 
With all five commissioners responsible for administration, there is no central authority
overseeing and coordinating operations.  The county can't even get its tax payments processed
and deposited.  It also can't issue an accurate and comprehensive financial statement, or
adequately fund law enforcement or the multitude of other services necessary to its citizens. 
This is outrageous and indefensible.

  

The purpose of government is to implement the will of the people.  Surely no one believes the
actions of the commission in the past few years reflect what the citizens of Jefferson County
want.  We can no longer afford political fragmentation and weak governance. 

  

A capable and representative government can be achieved by returning to the principle of
separation of powers that has served well at the federal, state and local government level since
the founding of our country.  The county needs a government with a legislative branch to set
policy and adopt budgets and an executive with the power to administer the departments that
deliver essential services. 

  

Above all, we need leadership elected county-wide to be responsible to all the county's citizens,
not just a single district.  This will provide the mandate necessary for the marshalling of public
opinion, support and resources and establish a clear point of accountability.

  

Jefferson County is blessed with abundant resources, especially its people. The creation of the
UAB complex and its world-class medical facilities and educational institution show what can be
accomplished with vision and leadership.  We have immense potential, but it will not be realized
unless and until the county government is put on a sound footing.

  

The state legislature is currently in session.  For the sake of the taxpayer and the future
prosperity of the Birmingham region, there should be no higher priority for our local delegation
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than a fundamental reform of Jefferson County governance. 
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